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“Another Case of ‘Le cas Satie’” 
Erik Satie: Music, Art, and Literature, by Caroline Potter. Farnham: Ashgate, 
2013. xix + 347 pp. ISBN: 978-1-409-43421-4 (hardcover).
 
Erik Satie is a famously suitable subject for a book on the relationships between mu-
sic, art, and literature. Best known as a composer and occasional performer, he was 
also an enthusiastic draftsman, leaving behind a number of sketches, principally in 
a naïve, quasi-medieval style. One example, taken from his notebooks now held in 
Harvard’s Houghton Library, appears on the back of the volume under review: be-
neath the publisher’s blurb appears a flattened-perspective building with round tow-
ers, pointy roofs, and arched doorways – an imaginary house that has no business in 
fin-de-siècle Paris. Unless, that is, we take into account the Gothic revival that so in-
spired the young Satie. Like many in the generation growing up when Viollet-le-Duc 
was reinventing the fabric of the French past, the composer was drawn to the beauty 
of archaic crafts and the mystery of their symbolism. Almost all his biographers have 
contrasted the young musician’s lack of interest in classroom study at the Paris Con-
servatoire with the hours he spent sketching ornate stonework in Notre Dame. As 
Grace Wai Kwan Gates (p. 51) and Helen Julia Minors (p. 120) both observe – this 
is not the only repetition in the volume – one of Satie’s earliest compositions, Ogives 
(1888-9), even takes its name from the vaulted features of cathedral architecture. 
What’s more, it was in the local church of Saint-Léonard in Honfleur – another 
medieval structure with a flamboyant façade and gloomy interior – that Satie began 
his musical education alongside the local organist, Monsieur Vidot. In later life his 
autograph manuscripts testify to a patient, almost reverent calligraphy – one given a 
nod on the front of this book by the choice of Gothic typeface (the red and black de-
sign is, presumably, another reference to the composer’s fondness for “illuminating” 
his scores with coloured ink). 
If Satie was a musician with a penchant for old-fashioned penmanship and a vivid 
architectural imagination – in Robert Orledge’s memorable phrase, a composer who 
developed a “spatial approach to music” (quoted p. 122) – he was also a literary figure 
of some flair. In addition to conducting a lengthy private correspondence with friends 
and colleagues, he wrote articles about himself and his contemporaries for a range 
of publications – from tour guides and local newspapers to concert programmes and 
highbrow journals. As with his work in the visual field, many of Satie’s texts exhibit 
a preoccupation – sometimes wistful, sometimes playful – with the passage of time 
and the workings of memory. His “Journée d’un musician” (1913, discussed briefly 
by Potter, p. 80) details an artist’s routine with mock exactitude: “Get up: 7.18 am; 
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be inspired: 10.23 to 11.47 am. … Healthy horse-riding, out in my grounds: 1.19 to 
2.53 pm.” In the 1924 installment of his “Mémoires d’un amnésique” (a series men-
tioned in chapters 2, 4, and 9) he confided that “The origins of the Saties probably go 
back to ancient times. Oh yes … I can’t confirm it, but neither can I unconfirm it. … 
Let the memory of my ancestors rest in peace.” While Satie used his writing to muse 
on the rhythms of everyday life and the familial passage into eternity, he also paid 
close attention to the role of words within his musical scores, sometimes including 
snippets of text between the staves of his piano music. These lines of broken prose 
– whether performance instructions, surreal commentaries or fragments of narrative 
for the player’s eyes only – were used most extensively in a series of albums from 
the 1910s, the Pièces humoristiques. These pieces, which show an author concerning 
himself with the interaction of multiple media, occupy an important place in Potter’s 
volume. Yet the collection under review also serves as a reminder of Satie’s various col-
laborations, first as an accompanist and songwriter in Montmartre cabarets, later as a 
composer for large-scale theatrical entertainments. Notwithstanding the ubiquitous 
Gymnopédies (1888-95), Satie’s most recognized work is probably Parade (1917, dis-
cussed in chapters 5 and 7), the wartime succès de scandale that matched his musical 
talents with the scenario of Cocteau, the set design of Picasso, and the choreography 
of Massine, all watched over by the impresario Diaghilev. 
Unsurprisingly given the examples above (and many more offered in the course of 
the volume) this book is not the first attempt to discuss Satie’s work under the rubric 
of inter-art dialogue. Indeed, it is striking to note the manner in which Minors begins 
her chapter on Sports et divertissements (1914, revised 1922), an album with music 
and text by Satie alongside images by the illustrator Charles Martin: “[this work is] 
representative of the interdisciplinary innovations of French artistic culture at the 
start of the twentieth century” (p. 115). There is a sense here that readers will already 
understand a key premise of the book: that Satie lived through an especially rich pe-
riod of multimedia creativity, and that his work both shaped and was shaped by this 
orgy of artistic interpenetration. If Minors can make such a claim with confidence it 
is, in part, because it has been made so many times before. Roger Shattuck’s The Ban-
quet Years (1955) sought the origin of the avant-garde in the artistic milieu of turn-
of-the-century Paris, with Satie held up alongside Rousseau, Jarry, and Apollinaire as 
exemplary of a transformative moment in music, painting, theatre, and poetry. Forty 
years later, Satie was a major part of Glenn Watkins’s argument, in Pyramids at the 
Louvre (1994), about the origins of postmodern collage in the modernist productions 
of the early twentieth century. Still more recently, Daniel Albright’s Untwisting the 
Serpent (2000) sets Satie and his colleagues in the centre of a discussion of (to quote 
the book’s subtitle) “modernism in music, literature, and the other arts.” Scroll on 
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a few years, and Mary E. Davis’s Classic Chic (2006) situates Satie in a relationship 
of exchange not only with the established media alluded to in Potter’s title, but also 
with the emergent culture of women’s fashion, including advertising, magazines, and 
beauty products: early twentieth-century Paris emerges here not only as a meeting 
place for music, art, and literature, but also as a rendezvous for high culture and 
haute couture.
All of this raises an important question: how does the present volume contribute 
to such a rich and substantial discourse? The most obvious distinguishing feature is 
that, unlike previous books, it is focused on intermediality only insofar as it relates 
to Satie’s career. On the face of it, this might seem counterintuitive. Most often, an 
“inter-” approach is a means of opening out. Yet here it results in a composer-centred 
study in which potentially productive connections – between, say, Satie’s collabora-
tions and those of other contemporary musicians or between his interests in architec-
ture and the ideologies of those who controlled the built environment – are inevitably 
pushed to the sidelines. One author even attempts to make a virtue out of such 
exclusions: towards the end of her chapter on the early piano works, Gates asserts 
that “Since the way in which Satie composed was unique, it is not helpful to turn to 
composers or performers of his time hoping to obtain guidance on how to perform 
his pieces” (p. 65). This decontextualizing strategy is exaggerated by what one might 
call the “master trope” of Satie reception: even more prominent than Satie’s interest 
in multiple media is his reputation as an eccentric individualist. This reputation was 
partly self-generated, but it has also been encouraged by decades of scholarship. Just 
as we can look to Shattuck et al for a tradition of enrolling Satie in histories of twen-
tieth-century intermediality, so too can we identify a succession of authors who have 
treated Satie as a special case – “le Cas Satie” as Alfred Cortot put it in an article for 
La Revue musicale (April-May 1938). Within the decade, Cortot’s phrase had been 
taken up by a Francophile American in a 1945 piece for The Musical Times entitled 
“The Strange Case of Erik Satie.” Its author, Rollo H. Myers, would go on to write the 
first English-language biography. By 1980, and the first appearance of Satie’s writings 
in English (translated and edited by Nigel Wilkins), the idea of Satie the oddball was 
well and truly established. The dust jacket of Wilkins’s collection sums up: “Compos-
er, eccentric, mystic, Father of Dada, precursor of modern satire, madman! These are 
all descriptions that have been applied to Satie.” 
From first paragraph to last, Potter’s volume recites the received wisdom on Satie’s 
personal and professional identity: the preface begins by telling us that he was “a 
quirky, innovative and enigmatic composer” (p. xiii), as if a cliché is the best point of 
departure; in the transcript of a conversation with the composer Howard Skempton, 
which forms the last of the book’s ten chapters, we read that “in all the music … 
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there’s this extraordinary strangeness, which is perhaps the most precious thing of 
all” (p. 242). However precious this sense may be to Skempton – or indeed to Potter 
– one might hope to find it subjected to a more thoroughgoing critique. While the 
idea of exception has operated for a long time, the most recent scholarship on Satie 
has attempted to push back against what can seem like a cult of the eccentric genius. 
Steven Moore Whiting’s Satie the Bohemian (1999), for example, makes the point 
that what seem to us like idiosyncrasies were only the basic requirements for fitting 
in with the crowd at the clubs and cafés of fin-de-siècle Montmartre. Mary E. Da-
vis’s 2007 biography likewise observes how Satie’s obsession with self-presentation – 
through dress and demeanor as well as prose and performance – were typical of an age 
in which celebrity and creativity became increasingly entwined. Where these studies 
cast doubt on the extent to which Satie ever was as special or strange as some might 
like him to have been, Samuel N. Dorf ’s essay (French Literature Series, 2007) on the 
queer culture of the salon in which Socrate (1918) was performed draws attention to 
the manner in which eccentricity has been used as a strategy of marginalization, and 
how the conventional response “étrange, n’est-ce pas?” might carry multiple mean-
ings. Tellingly, Dorf ’s name is absent from the bibliography of Potter’s book; and 
when Socrate comes up in conversation with Skempton, it is a performance by tenor 
Hugues Cuénod and pianist Geoffrey Parsons that is singled out, not the voices of 
the four sopranos, with chamber orchestra, for whom the work was originally scored. 
It would be fascinating to ask whether there exists any meaningful relationship 
between Satie’s status as eccentric iconoclast and his place in the history of twenti-
eth-century artistic collaboration – whether we might cast light on the social history 
of strangeness as an aesthetic category by paying closer attention to the milieu in 
which inter-art practices were played out and enjoyed. But no such questions arise 
here. Instead, Potter adopts a light touch editorial approach: this is not a book with a 
central thesis so much as an occasion for exploring a complex of inter-related issues. 
The main body of the text comprises nine essays originating in a conference held 
at Gresham College in London in 2010, plus the conversation between Potter and 
Skempton. There then follows the latest version of Robert Orledge’s “Chronological 
Catalogue of Satie’s Compositions and Research Guide to the Manuscripts.” Anyone 
who has worked in this area will be familiar with Orledge’s catalogue – first included 
in his Satie the Composer (1990, reprinted twice since) – and no one would dispute 
that it is an invaluable resource. However, it is not clear why it deserves so much space 
in this particular volume, at least not in this form. Might there not have been a more 
imaginative way of combining such bibliographic information with the inter-media 
themes of the essays that precede it?
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All of the contributors to the volume have a primary interest in music, whether 
as historians, analysts, performers, or composers. The only exceptions are the art his-
torian Simon Shaw-Miller and, to a certain extent, Christine Reynolds, whose first 
degree was in modern languages. Although it is hardly surprising to find a weighting 
towards the musical in a book dedicated to Satie, it is nevertheless remarkable to 
observe such a clear priority in what is ostensibly an interdisciplinary volume. One 
consequence is that Shaw-Miller’s chapter proceeds – to paraphrase his title – as if 
it were “the only essay with eyes.” Although few scholars are better placed to offer 
a subtle account of the relations among music and visual culture in early twenti-
eth-century Europe, his whistle-stop of Satie’s engagement with painting, sculpture, 
and cinema feels like it carries the burden of being the sole art-based study and 
inevitably sacrifices depth for breadth. It is also worth noting that, among the essays 
in the volume, there is considerable variation in length: most are around 20 pages 
long, though more substantial contributions are included from Ann-Marie Hanlon 
on the question of Satie’s humour (30 pages) and Matthew Mendez on the compos-
er’s post-WWII reception (46 pages). Again, one would expect some variation of this 
sort, but the risk – borne out here – is that shorter essays feel slight in comparison 
to more nuanced arguments with longer expositions. Potter, for example, who writes 
on the particularly productive period in Satie’s literary creativity between 1912 and 
1914, might have allowed herself more space to develop intriguing ideas about the 
relationships between Satie’s poetry and that of Apollinaire, or about the significance 
of mechanism in French composition in the years prior to WWI. 
The inconsistency in scope between chapters is not helped by the fact that, un-
usually for a thematic volume of this kind, there is no introductory essay and thus no 
clear statement of the rationale for the relative treatment of different aspects of Satie’s 
long career, nor any coherent claim for the significance of his work in the broader 
context of the “French musical and cultural scene” alluded to on the book’s back 
cover.  Instead, Potter’s preface offers brief chapter summaries and informs us that the 
book (which comes with no sub-sections in the table of contents) “can be roughly 
divided into four parts: Satie’s philosophy and psychology revealed through his music 
(Chapters 1-3); Satie’s interest in and participation in artistic media other than music 
(Chapters 4-5); Satie’s collaboration with other artists (Chapters 6-8); and Satie’s im-
pact on later composers and artists (Chapters 9-10).” In addition to these groupings, 
there is also a loose chronological progression: with some exceptions, the early years 
are considered early on, the work dating from the 1910s occupies the middle chap-
ters, and Satie’s later life and subsequent reception are the focus towards the end. For 
this reader, it is the central section that proves most rewarding.
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Indeed, for a book with the subtitle “Music, Art and Literature,” it is striking that, 
while the 30-odd musical examples are distributed fairly evenly throughout, all ten 
images appear in chapters 5 and 6. In part, this reflects Shaw-Miller’s disciplinary 
leaning, but there is also a sense in which this period in the 1910s – long recognized 
as a breakthrough moment in Satie’s career – is particularly important for the in-
ter-media theme of the book. Reynolds’s take on Parade in chapter 7 maintains the 
focus on this central and eventful period. It is only with chapters 8 and 9 – Pietro 
Dossena on “Collaborative Works in Satie’s Last Years” and Mendez’s discussion of 
Satie’s influence on Cage, Higgins, and Beuys – that we move significantly forward in 
time. When read in this chronological sequence, the interview with Skempton might 
be taken as a gesture towards a contemporary view on Satie’s significance. Potter 
even suggests “Adventurous readers may wish to begin this book with Skempton’s 
overview of Satie’s personality” (xix). Quite why Skempton should be given the last 
word remains unclear. However important Satie’s legacy in the (predominantly An-
glophone) experimental circles Mendez discusses and Skempton represents, his music 
has also enjoyed – and continues to enjoy – a variety of afterlives in more popular 
global screen media. While it may seem churlish to criticize a collection of essays for 
what it does not include, it seems significant that, in this volume, Satie’s place in the 
historiography of twentieth-century art music trumps the uses to which his music has 
been put in more popular spheres. This bias, I would suggest, is bound up with the 
decontextualizing impulse outlined above. Nowhere is this anti-social methodology 
more prominent that in the opening chapter, where the notes on the page loom large. 
Here we find thoughts of Robert Orledge, a musicologist whose chief contribu-
tions to the field are, as we have already seen, a book on Satie’s compositional prac-
tice and a catalogue raisonné of his works. Orledge’s chapter, which engages only in 
passing with the inter-art theme, amounts to a traditional account of the genesis of 
“Adieu” – one of Satie’s Quatre petites melodies (1920) – via studies of the compos-
er’s notebooks in the Bibliothèque nationale de France. Orledge repeatedly directs 
readers to passages in his earlier, analytical monograph while remaining silent about 
subsequent work on Satie’s songs that his own pioneering sketch studies helped to 
enable. I am thinking specifically here of Whiting’s discussion of “Adieu” in Satie the 
Bohemian, both in the context of the musician’s professional relationship with Coc-
teau and, more broadly, as one of many examples of Satie’s repurposing of cabaret 
material for concert-style performance. After Whiting’s work on the cultural politics 
of fin-de-siècle Bohemianism – including the close social interaction of musicians, 
painters, poets, artists, mystics, journalists, et al – and his assessment of what it took 
Satie to bring this material to new audiences and aesthetic registers, it is hard to know 
how to read Orledge’s brief essay. It seems willfully reductive to sidestep discussion of 
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such complex poetic and pragmatic negotiations in order to celebrate “a meticulously 
balanced 16-bar song in a 6 + 4 + 6 format with which he [Satie] was finally satisfied” 
(p. 17).
For some time now, Erik Satie’s contribution to twentieth-century music has been 
well documented and elaborately mythologized. For the most part, this new collec-
tion of essays offers more of the same. Almost a quarter of the book (81 of 347 pages) 
is given over to Orledge’s aforementioned catalogue. And the volume as a whole, de-
spite its focus on multimedia and collaboration, does little to dispel the common per-
ception of Satie as an exceptional, even isolated figure whose work stands in oblique 
relationship to that of his contemporaries. All too often, arguments about Satie’s 
practice are anchored not to specific locales, social circles or professional networks, 
but to an inherited sense of the composer’s uniqueness and eccentric personality – yet 
another case of “le cas Satie.”  
Jonathan Hicks 
Newcastle University
